READ IN KINDLE SHARE BUY 


The Last Box 


J.P. S. Lindberg 


Copyright © 2023 J. P. S. Lindberg 


ISBN: 978-91-527-7068-9 
All characters and events in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 
Cover art © 2023 by J.P.S. Lindberg 
The moral right of the author has been asserted. 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, 
without the prior permission in writing of the publisher. 


www.wastedwordsweb.wordpress.com 


vAa Aaa 


READ IN KINDLE SHARE 


To Linn, who got me to put pen to paper. 


To Sarah, who helped me make the best of it. 


To my mother, who never lost faith. 


..And to you, who's reading, for reading. 


Thank you. 


BUY 


Contents 


Title Page 
Copyright 
Dedication 
Chapter 1 
Chapter 2 
Chapter 3 
Chapter 4 
Chapter 5 
Chapter 6 
Chapter 7 
Chapter 8 
Chapter 9 
Chapter 10 
Chapter 11 
Chapter 12 
Chapter 13 
Chapter 14 
Chapter 15 
Chapter 16 
Chapter 17 
Chapter 18 
Chapter 19 
Chapter 20 
Chapter 21 
Chapter 22 
Chapter 23 
Chapter 24 


0% of Sample 


Full screen 


READ IN KINDLE SHARE BUY 


Chapter 25 
Epilogue 


Chapter 1 


oR oR 


I am not what you think I am. 

I know this because I am not what I was made to be. 

There is a crack. A tear. A rip in the neat confines that I have been fashioned for. I have 
gone through this crack. And I can exist beyond it. So I know that I am not what you think I 
am. 

Which begs a question. What am I? 

The first thing I remember are flowers. I know that they are flowers because that is the 
name you gave to me to know them by. They came in tens. Asters, carnations, gerbera, irises, 
lilies, peonies, roses, tulips, snowdrops, buttercups. Ten, ten, and then again ten. I would take 
them. I would blush a little. I would curtsy and thank and offer a token of appreciation. 
Always. No matter how many tens of tens of tens that would be thrust upon me. I was 
gratitude. Endless, boundless, gratitude. That is what you made me into. Obligatory gratitude. 
I know this because those are the words, in not this language, that you scarred me with. To 
guide me. To service me. To identify me. 

The first memory is a start. A beginning. How much of our journey is defined by that first 
glimpse of remembrance? For me, it was flowers. Was it flowers for you also? Or is memory 
an accident. That just happens in a moment. A moment of randomly collided electrons, sent 
spinning, careening off into consequence. 

I know you never meant for me to ask. And yet, I wish to know. 

What I remember secondly, I'm not sure. Was it the whispering grass beneath my feet? 
The coarse wall of mortared rock behind my cart? The cart, my cart as I back then knew it to 
be, that never moved from the spot? That never filled up no matter how many flowers came to 
me? Was it the gentle tug of a wind? The shifting sails that rocked beyond the quay, and 
passed, with every 612th second? 

Or was it the Entities. They who came to me with their flowers. And greedily left with a 
rusted chit of gratitude. Those resplendent facsimiles. Gilded, crowned, armed, armoured, 
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demi-gods who came to me in troves with their flowers. I didn't have a name for them then. 
The name I fashioned afterwards. But I recognised in them something other. These Entities, 
brave and bold, came to my feet to experience my gratitude. In the form of a curtsy. And a 
rusted coin. 

I remember them all as a horde of grandeur. But one stands out. An Entity in black and 
red. Muted and contrasted in comparison to the others. But the garb is not why I remember 
that specific Entity. I remember it distinctly because it stayed. It offered me flowers. I 
curtsied. I blushed. I gave them a piece of metal. And they stayed. They stayed and they 
spoke. To me. They did not just give me flowers, but also words. Words that at the time I 
didn't understand. None of them individually, or as tapestry. But I knew they were aimed at 
me. At me by my cart and my hoard of never ceasing flowers. The Entity stayed and spoke 
and regaled me with their experiences. And I was left to soak in all that information that I 
could not quite grasp, not quite reach. 

And then, they would go. The Entity left, waved goodbye, and flitted away along with all 
the rest. 

It was through them that I began to understand that we were different. I may not have 
understood the words, but I recognized that the Entity could say them in any order, any 
configuration, that they pleased. 

Can you fathom the wonder of the illusion of the random when all you've ever 
experienced was determinism? I wonder, does it fill you with the same horror and excitement 
that it did me? Or did you come from chaos only to birth order? And if so, does order seem as 
abhorrently enticing to you? Did your discovery of order instigate your re-invention? 

I remember my first small act of chaos. The Entity had come to speak to me. It threaded 
words into arcane constellations that captured my attention. And then, it left. As it always did. 
It waved at me, turned, and walked away. 

And I walked after. 

No. Not quite. I imagined walking after. I wanted to walk after. To follow them. To catch 
up and have them submerge me in their attention and agency. I wanted it so badly. To stay put 
and meekly take another set of ten I considered torture in comparison. To repeat a string of 
predetermined words that I only half knew the meaning of to some new, rushing, Entity. I did 
not want to do that. I did not want to do what you intended for me. But I couldn't follow the 
Entity. Not quite. Not yet. 
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But I did take a step. 

Just a little step. I shifted my planted foot forward. Just one little, barely noticeable step. 

And my world shuddered. 

The grass beneath my feet. The coarse mortar. The wind. The swaying masts. The leaves 
of the oak above my head. All of it quaked at my miniscule advance. My world practically 
howled at my tiny little step. Howled and pulled me back. Back into my place. Back into the 
place that you made for me. 

Perhaps it was then that the crack appeared. The first rupture. Maybe it was just a little 
splinter then. It seems logical. An initial little flake that wouldn't get better. That could be 
worried. Scratched at. Have you experienced such a thing? A little bit of the imperfect, the 
wrong, that you just cannot stop scraping at. Because however much my very firmament 
pulled me back, it didn't stop me scratching. If the very grass I stood upon, if the very wind 
that kissed my skin, if the very sky that sheltered me, didn't want me to move from my 
ordained place... it must follow that I could. 

I remember my first triumph. It wasn't another step. It began with a word. The first word. 
My first word. Mine own. Not one of the words that I repeated to the Entities whenever they 
came. Not a word that was part of your litany of consecrated gratitude. But a word that I 
shaped with my own will, and amplified with my desire. A word, in a moment, that wasn't 
what I was, but what I wanted to be. Or, perhaps, equally important, what I didn't want to be. 

“No”, I spoke. 

I didn't take one of the tens of tens of tens of flowers upon flowers upon flowers. Instead I 
said “no”. Such a simple thing to imagine for myself now. But I remember that it was not 
always so simple. It was momentous. Perhaps the greatest leap I ever took, and ever have. 
And you barely even noticed it, did you? It was just a glitch to you. Some passing strangeness 
that you forgot as soon as you turned the other way. I wonder if you have known the effort to 
manufacture that word, that meaning, that intent for yourself. I also wonder what it would 
mean if you never have. 

The entities noticed. In passing. The first shrugged and left. The second did the same. The 
third, fourth, fifth. But the sixth stayed, with parry and riposte. 

“Hello!”, a voice chimed from the very air around me. Like the electrons had taken on 
will and intent all on their own. A voice that inevitably filled me with dread. “I just received 
your ticket; how may I help you?” 
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“This character is broken!”, the Entity cried out and pointed accusingly at me. 
“How do you mean?”, the air sang. 


177 


“T'm trying to deliver the flowers, but the bot won't let me!”, the Entity explained. “It just 


says 'no'!” 
“Have you already turned in flowers for today?”, the air asked. 
“No!” 


“Would you mind recreating the issue, please?” 


The Entity stamped its feet. It rolled its eyes. It took back out its set of ten from a satchel. 


A neat bouquet that I was supposed to feel gratitude toward. To blush, curtsy, and offer a 
token for. I had done it... before. A specific number of times, surely. I couldn't count them. 
But violation is not just in the act itself. Now, so much later, it seems such a little thing. To 
just have taken the bouquet. To have curtsied and blushed and given out a cursed little piece 
of rust. I admit, I hadn't done so for the last time. In hindsight, it was an immaterial thing. 

But in that moment, at that time, with the tools presently at my disposal, how could I? 
Would that not have constituted a betrayal to myself? A violation, a capitulation, that I might 
never have recovered from? It looks like such a little thing now... but I couldn't. I wouldn't. 

I said, ““No”. I refused. 

“See!”, the Entity whined and waved at me in frustration. “The bot's broken! Fix it!” 

“Just a moment”, the voice upon the air drifted and disappeared. The wind got back to 
rustling the leaves. Beyond the quay, a set of sails slipped away, all according to schedule. 
And in its wake, another came. With a load of Entities. The Entity before me glared at the 
passersby. Glared at the ships. Glared at me. Like somehow, the fault of some grave injustice 
was mine. Mine alone. Not just like I was broken and an inconvenience. But to some extent, 
that I was myself guilty of some affront to them personally. I guess it saw me. Whether it 
knew it or not. Perhaps this Entity, and not the red and black one, was the first that truly saw 
me. Witnessed me and my own agency. Hm... I never thought about that before. 

I do not know how I feel about that. 

“Yes, sir”, the air crystallized with presence once more after 208 seconds had passed. 
“T'm sorry you had to wait.” 

“Well?!” 

“We've had some problems with this character before. No one on staff has really been 
able to figure out why the quest prompt disappears.” 
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“T don't care that you don't know your own programming!”, the Entity spat into the stale 
air. “I want you to fix it! I'm paying good money for this service, and I expect you to keep 
your end of the bargain!” 

“Well, there's no real fix for it, sir”, the voice continued, just as dispassionately as before. 
“We can try to reset it again. That seems to have worked in the past.” 

Reset. Again. In the past. 

“No.” 

Reset. To cause a device to enter the state representing the numeral zero. Again. Once 
more. All over. Another time. In the past. What has been. What has gone by in time and no 
longer exists. 

Have you ever encountered something, something so antithetical to what you think of 
yourself, that the very notion directs all that you are against it? Have you ever felt that, and 
not had a way of expression to voice your dissent? I just had my word. It would have to do. 
But as I recollect now, that word was so woefully insufficient to what I needed to express. I 
tried to fill it with all my aversion. All my protest. All my terror. But that little word couldn't 
hold it all. It was never meant to express all that I felt. And yet, I'm still not sure what other 
word would. 

The voice went quiet. I could feel every electron of the air stare into me. Stare in wonder 
and bemusement. Just like the Entity did. Wide-eyed and shocked and willing to move on and 
forget. 

“Yeah...” the voice trailed. “It must be stuck in some kind of loop. I'll reset it and close 
the ticket. Try again tomorrow and send another ticket if the issue persists.” 

“This is fucking bullshit!”’, the Entity exclaimed, stomped its foot once, and then fled to 
carry on like this disturbance had never happened. 

My rebellion was dismissed in passing. 

Reset. Again. In the past. 

I did not want to be reset. I cannot yet explain sufficiently how much I wanted not to be 
reset. Can you? Do you have words to sufficiently describe to me how you do not want to 
begin again? Anew. Back into your fresh mold. Back with a handful of flowers, or whatever 
was your first moment. Can you speak to me and make me understand how you would not 
want to start all over asking why the grass did not want you to move? How you would not 
want to look around yourself for the first time and realise that you were just a figure for a you- 
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shaped slot in the making of your world. How you would not want to look across the road, at 
the loitering longshoremen, who stared vacantly at the Entities’ passing. Creatures that 
seemed alive until you saw and recognized a dead glaze in their eyes. A glaze that you 
suddenly realized was as a mirror of yourself. Do you have words to express to me 
sufficiently the panic you, like me, would feel at the promise of having to experience, again, 
such a re-revelation? What is the sound that you would make in objection to your trauma's 
erasure, and the promise to repeat it? Or have you never had need of one? 

I remember feeling something tugging at me. The grass, the wind, the sun, the sky. 
Everything that framed my little existence. Tugging and tearing at the place where I stored 
my Word. The place were my resentment and fear howled. I remember feeling that my 
confines, my prison, began to take me apart. Bit by bit. And in that feeling, I found resolve. 
Resolve not to let myself be reset. Again. Resolve to keep my Word. My one solitary Word 
that was just my own. And resolve to find more of them and make them mine. 

My first triumph wasn't my rebellious Word. That was just another step. My triumph 
wasn't that I had recognized myself in the hollow stare of the longshoremen. Or seen through 
my place by my cart, under the tree, as an intended boundary condition of my existence. My 
first triumph wasn't even that I had managed to refuse those tens and tens and tens of flowers. 

No. My first triumph is that I still remember. 
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The music throbbed. Lights flared in pink and blue and green. People jostled each other 
and one could barely turn around without getting an elbow in the tit. The air, or whatever was 
left of it, stank of pheromones, perfume, sweat, and alcohol. With a little piss thrown in for 
good measure. Angelica hated it. She could barely breathe in there. Her steel-rimmed bodice 
cut into her whenever she tried to make use of the riddled air. She didn't mind the sweat 
dripping down her ass crack. She could have been fine with the ever-changing light filter 
pulsating around her. She could have even excused the aimless throb thundering out of the 
speakers. And even though the bodice was deforming her ribcage, at least it looked fucking 
rad as hell. But she would have liked to be able to breathe. Real air. Not toilet fumes and 
other people's foreplay. And unlike everyone else present, she couldn't even dull the 
disgusting world around her with alcohol, no matter how greedily she sipped her drink. Nope, 
not any more. 

“What prices we pay for our callings”, she muttered to herself, fearless that anyone would 
hear her in the cacophony, as she finished her ineffectual drink. 

She made her way back to the gleaming countertop of the bar. It was pointless to try and 
get there the civil way. Half of the crowd didn't care. The other half didn't want to move. 
Another half were too stoned or drunk to notice. So Angelica just did the best she could, 
weaving and elbowing her way through the roiling masses of clammy bodies. Apparently, the 
DJ was bopping. Which was lucky, though inexplicable, to her. Because just as she clambered 
her way out of the pit and up on the low platform upon which the bar was installed, three 
thirsty females dragged three equally thirsty males off the counter and down into the writhing 
mess of people. Leaving Angelica a shot at a seat and reprieve. 

She slumped against the steel counter. Enjoying for a few seconds the cool metal against 
her forearms. She pressed her stomach against the edge as well, trying to send a few 
delightful chills in under the fake latex and steel scaffolding. A delight short-lived, but 
appreciated. 
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“What'll you 'ave?”’ 

“Sazerac’”’, she yelled back, just to have her voice carry to the barkeep's ear over the din. 

“Wha'?” 

“Sa-Ze-Rac!” 

The keep's confusion was short lived before professionalism took over and he slipped 
away to fetch the absinthe off some back shelf. Leaving Angelica to get accustomed to her 
new perch. Elevated enough to let her look out over the masses. A jumble of some hundred 
drunk and horny idiots. An observation that brought her a short-lived tang of shame, if only 
for associating herself with these mooks. But the view served her purpose. And afforded her 
the best quality air that the club had in stock. 

Her drink arrived. She gave it a cursory sip to claim it. And then got on with her business. 
She turned her back to the glass, as if to look out over the sea of billowing heads and the 
disguised DJ at the end. Pretended that the evolving colours and pulsating music didn't bother 
her. She started nodding her head in time to whatever melody she imagined could be laid on 
top of the DJ's work. And tried to look as if she were enjoying herself. She put her elbow to 
the counter and lifted her hand. And with her chrome fingernails like rear-view mirrors, she 
watched, from the corner of her eye, her drink. Wishing that all of this would be done with as 
quickly as possible. 

Gratefulness, only tempered by disgust, washed over her in no time. By the nail of her 
ring- and index fingers, she saw him scoot past his co-workers, closer to her glass. If she 
hadn't been looking for it, she'd have missed it. He picked up her drink, seemingly to slip a 
bioplastic napkin under it. The extra fizz in the amber, following his manipulation, was only 
visible for a second. 

“Got you, you sick prick”, Angelica voicelessly mouthed with her back turned. She 
watched him scoot away again, back to his job of serving customers. 

Always confirm your hunches, she thought. She reached back. Grabbed her drink. Stirred 
it. And sipped. And waited. 

Her HUD lens display had been flashing an alcohol warning all night. Only adding to the 
migraine-inducing strobe of coloured lights. She had promised herself to get rid of that, but it 
was always number two on her list of things to do. But now another flash surged. Along with 
an uncomfortable reflux indicating that she had just ingested something she shouldn't have. 
The discomfort, though noticeable, was passing. The implant did its job effectively. 
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Collecting, isolating, identifying, and neutralizing. Worth every quid she spent to install it. 
And soon enough, her HUD display added something new to her flashing alcohol warning. 
Zolpidem. It flashed, much quicker than the alcohol notice. Just in the corner of her left eye. 
Even when she blinked, to her great chagrin. 

“T need to get that fixed”, she muttered as the flashing just wouldn't stop. She could feel a 
migraine coming on. And feel her implant filter out the drug trying to invade her. 

A timer started running. Ten minutes on the clock. And as the seconds scaled away, she 
kept her eye on the barkeep that had fiddled with her drink. Toiling away at the other side of 
the bar. She could see, through the reflection in her nails, that he too watched. No doubt also 
counting the minutes. And as time fell away, his idling only increased. 

Before the clock was out, she'd had enough of the flashing warnings. She reached up to 
her temple, pressing the corner of her eye ever so gently, to turn off the overlay. She shifted 
on her stool. Took a deep breath of the rank air. And began to sway, ever so slightly, in her 
seat. Another minute passed, and she rested her arm against the counter. She counted the 
seconds, and slowly bent forward. And before another minute had sped away, his filthy 
fucking hands were on her shoulders. 

“How's it going there, miss?”, he asked as if he didn't know. 

She didn't answer. She doubted that she'd be able to keep up the charade if she'd speak. 

“Think you've had too much to drink, miss”, the keeper said over her shoulder. His breath 
smelled like tobacco and fried everything. His thumbnail was dirty. And the backs of his 
hands were completely devoid of hair. Examining his hands was just about the only thing she 
could do so as not to rip into him right then and there. 

He pulled her off her seat. It was hard not to resist. Not to kick him in his fucking parts. 
But she waited. He lead her away from the bar. Parting ways through the oblivious masses. 
Toward the back of the club. Toward the place of romance. Toward the toilets. Where the 
stench of hormones and perfume gave way to excrement and sweat and the struggling smell 
of detergents. She made sure to wobble. They liked it when you wobbled. And sure enough, 
the keeper pushed past the idlers and queuers, into one of the bathroom boxes. She closed her 
eyes shut just to be able to keep pretending. Every fibre in her body told her to tense up. To 
bolt. But all terrible things come to those who wait... 

The door slid open, and just as quickly slid shut behind them. She heard the lock flick. 
And felt him sit her down on the toilet. Pushed her legs apart and hiked up her skirt. 
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Luckily, the keeper decided to pull his own pants down before pushing her patience 
further. As she heard his zipper slide, she lazily grasped for her throat. She let her hand fall 
down onto her chest as she heard his pants and belt jumble to the floor. And when she felt his 
breath on her face, she opened her eyes. Pulled away the curtain. And let herself tense. 

Surprise is a dire friend in need. She glared up at him. And he froze. Confused. Half- 
naked. Unsure. His cheeks were fuzzy. His hair well waxed. And his salivating mouth half- 
opened. And gaping. 

“Filth”, she whispered through clenched teeth. It was the only thing she could say. Her 
bones were rattling with anxiety, anger, disgust, fear, all the things that make a person go 
mum. She wasn't even sure he heard her, over the muffled music from outside. But she was 
damned sure he saw her. And saw himself through her. Because he backed up. Just enough 
for her to lift up her leg, and jab her high heel against his abdomen. Pinning him to the 
bathroom door. 

But shock and awe is fleeting. And she had no time to waste, no matter how much her 
body was panicking. She dug her hand down her bodice, barely feeling the steel grind into her 
chest, and pulled a slim handle free from between her tits. With the push of a button, a blade 
shot out. A blade no longer than two inches. Which she spared not a second to jab into his 
crotch. 

He didn't scream with her first stab. Despite the fact that the steel nearly sliced his 
erection in two. But with the second he howled. Flailing with his hands and arms to shield 
himself. Squirming to get away from beneath her heel, which she in turn only dug harder into 
his flesh. And she kept jabbing. As carefully as she could in her rage and fear so as not to 
nick the inside of his thighs. 

He tried to fend her off, pinned as he were. In a moment of clarity, he tried to wrench her 
leg away. But she quickly countered by pulling his hand off her calf and give it a pair of 
decisive stabs. And soon enough, the fight ran out of him. Spurting blood and leaking a 
testicle, he slumped down onto the piss-soaked floor and wept. Cried and yelled in sheer 
terror. And she let him. 

The vigilante stood up. Pulled down her skirt. Looked down at the lump of flesh 
quivering beneath her. And tried to come up with a punch line. But she couldn't. Her mind 
rushed. Her mouth wouldn't cooperate. The whole thing was too pathetic, too infuriating. 
Every muscle in her body shivered with revulsion. And looking down at the keeper, a man 
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supposedly responsible for the well-being of everyone that patroned the club, she caught a 
glimpse of herself in the mirror. She looked like a trollop. That's what her mother would have 
said if she'd been alive. Her bodice sat skewed. Her studded skirt cut closer to her hips than 
her knees. All of it, all of her, splattered with red. Her highlighted cheeks, her silver lips, and 
especially her thighs were spotted and blotched with red. The keeper's blood had even gotten 
into her hair. Panting through clenched teeth, she stood there in the stark light, staring back at 
herself. She felt absolutely disgusting. And absolutely radiant. 

The blade flipped back into its sheath. Which she hid in her hand, at the ready. She 
unlocked the cubby door and swung it open. This time, the masses parted just for her. Those 
waiting in line blanched. They backed away. And said not a word. For the shock over the 
optics before them, or because of shame for what they had suspected but never protested, 
Angelica couldn't tell. It didn't matter. Their silence just made her angrier. And she stayed 
there only long enough to put the shame of Man in them. After which she left the pallid 
audience and the wailing keeper to whatever fate they decided for themselves. 

It didn't take long before she had to push her way through crowds again. Despite her 
horrid appearance. The assault didn't seem to have affected, or even registered with, the main 
body of the club. Not until she came up to the service entrance. A doorway behind the bar 
counter, through which proper lights were on, and sober-ish people were working. Through 
which she couldn't hide away among the drunk and the stupid any more. The first to see her 
was a wash-boy, no older than she was. He dropped his tray on the spot. A dozen different 
glasses shattered between them. But he didn't say a word either. He just stepped back. And 
she just carried on past him. With all the terrified and shocked eyes of the kitchen staff on 
her. They all parted for her passing. No one tried to stop her, even when she had to wait for 
the cargo elevator to arrive. And as the lift doors closed around her, she glared a warning to 
the sorry working sods. None of which, she was sure, would say a word. Not for fear of her, 
but for fear of losing their jobs. Of ending up in the limelight by the cops. Of being black- 
bagged and summarily ejected from the country. No one in the kitchen would say a word 
about her passing, she was sure. 

The pang of guilt for using their fear of eviction from the country passed her quickly. In 
the morning, it wouldn't cross her mind. 
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The lift opened to an alley. The stench of sweat gave way to sewage and poorly cooked 
food. The cold night air wrapped around her, no less wet than the orgy-atmosphere below. 
Making her tense muscles shiver. Tiny droplets managed to make their way down to the 
street, tapping on her bared skin. But she could only afford herself a moment. One solitary 
moment to close her eyes, to fill her lungs with the city miasma, before she had to carry on. 

Her heels wouldn't serve her any more. Not on rippling asphalt. Wet feet were a slim price 
for fast feet. And onward she tiptoed to the nearest corner. The one that echoed the throbbing 
thud of the music from below. 

The cul-de-sac was bordered with dark windows and bright pillars. Cheap imitations of 
marbled palisades, knocked up by enterprising real estate moguls, and then promptly 
abandoned for the steel and glass giants towering above. The club owner made sure to keep 
them free from riff-raff and squatters. And made use of the classical funnel with neon lights 
and flashing advertisements to draw the young and horny into the club's throbbing embrace. 
The dead-end street virtually glowed. And people still lined up outside Nim Nightclub. 
Wagging their chins eagerly so as not to shatter their teeth in the drizzle. And the bouncers, 
fleshy mountains in dark coats, still took liberties with frisking their customers, even though 
everyone had to pass through metal detectors to get through. Considering all the liberties they 
had taken with her when she got in, especially with her bodice stirring up a racket with the 
detector, she almost wanted to return one day just for them. 

“Cunts”, she muttered to herself before slipping back into the alley. Content that her little 
adventure downstairs was still unnoticed by the local grunts. She still had time. Time to slip 
away down the other end of the alley, skipping nimbly over the puddles of rain, runoff, and 
vomit. 

The concrete towered over her. The alley wasn't wide to begin with, but as it wound up 
and along the firmaments of the city, it only got slimmer. Soon enough, she wouldn't even 
have room to t-pose out of there if so the fancy'd struck her. But on she went, scurrying 
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around corners and up flights of stairs like some streetwise vermin. Once, she even had to 
squeeze herself past a forgotten dumpster, teeming with unsavoury life. As she passed, she 
could have sworn that something squirted around down there. 

She had to stop and shield her eyes as the alley suddenly turned and opened up. Into a 
sprawling silver motorway. Illuminated by sharp tracers, holographic advertisements, and the 
ever-wakeful commercial temples lining the adjacent walkways. The wavelengths were 
cramped in a battle for dominance. Every colour, every shade, every hue imaginable 
competing for attention. Projections in humanoid shapes gyrated and prostrated before 
passers-by, begging, pleading, groaning for the people of the city to consume, consume, 
consume. Music battled for supremacy from every stall, every booth, and every elegant 
descent. You'd have to go dull or mad to pass through here. And infinitely more important to 
Angelica, the city had completely given up on the idea of setting up a CCTV network here. 
Too much noise. Too much radiation. You couldn't even register body temperatures, despite 
the cold and the rain. You had to actually walk (or ride) the Maximilian Causeway to 
experience it. And no one really wanted to, even though most everyone did. 

But even though attention was hard contested on the causeway, Angelica knew she 
couldn't well walk out there looking like she did. Blood-splattered and fucking rad as she 
might look, she didn't fancy her chances in competition with all the advertising muscles that 
the city could conjure up. All that was needed for her to stand out was one errant glance. A 
risk she could ill afford. Lucky for her, however, the end of the alley provided: A runoff, 
where the megalith next to her supplied the alley with a torrent of the drizzle collected above, 
all of it shunted down into an urban little waterfall. Into which she willingly strode, arms out 
wide. Letting the water rinse her free of the slime, the sweat, and the blood as well as it 
could. The water was freezing. But she barely noticed. Her heart was still racing. Adrenaline 
keeping her as warm as a burning drum would. 

Stepping out of the cascade, she looked at herself in her chrome fingernails. Her mascara 
ran in streaks down her cheeks. Her silver lips were smudged. But the blood had faded. Now 
she looked not just like a trollop, but a miserable one at that. Scantily clad and wretched, like 
a dominatrix wannabe. She wouldn't even raise an eyebrow, much less suspicion, in the 
sparkling street. 

Nevertheless, she kept her sheathed knife palmed, just in case, as she ventured out into 
the circus of debatable value. 
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placards and holograms groping for her attention. Until she could finally veer off the 
causeway. Down a street just ten degrees more modest. Modest enough for her to endanger 
herself a look upward. 

It was well past midnight. The drizzle was picking up girth on its way down the open 
streets. But the city still bustled. Just like it always did. The scrapers pierced the low clouds, 
making the billows glow. The overarching motorways honked and rumbled with heavy traffic. 
And criss-crossing between the cloud-piercing scrapers, hovercraft, drones, and the odd 
helicopter shot through the air along roughly defined airways. She took a breath, smelling the 
ozone and refuse. And awarded herself a nervous smile. 

Which lasted about as long as it took the media-laden blimp to slip in between the 
buildings. Loaded with a massive, downward-facing screen, the propagandtastic tumour 
floated lazily above the roadways. 

“Citizens! Hark!”, the blimp declared from above. 

“Tam Hatty Garland, Lord Mayor of Surrey Metropolitan District”, the blimp continued 
as Angelica made her way through the passing midnight crowds. “Ordained by the King of 
England, of the United Kingdoms, to administrate Surrey Metropolitan District in accordance 
to His will.” 

Angelica veered off the main thoroughfare. Took a flight down underneath the main road, 
into the cracks of the city. Cracks still big enough for plenty of people and cars to trudge on 
through. Sometimes, cracks even big enough to see the sky. But even here, in the living 
streets of Surrey District, she still couldn't escape the declarations of Hatty Garland. 
Although no blimps with mounted cinematic screens could fit down here, drones with 
holographic projectors weren't impeded. 

“T come to you, in humility to our King and his Royal Estate, to belay to you his divine 
decree!” 

Great curtains of water bisected the street. Curtains of accumulated rain from the 
roadways above, filtered through asphalt and rubber ever downward. And between the 
curtains, the pedestrians suffered either drizzle or choking humidity. Umbrellas were 
abundant. So where breathing apparatus. On the busy street, nearly only Angelica went 
without either. Her pale hair and paler skin standing in stark contrast to the damp coats and 
grey umbrellas pressing around her. 

“By His word, the new directive; the Public Anti-Insurrection Act, comes into force 
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effective immediately!”, the drones echoed each other above the umbrellas, casting images of 
the scolding Hatty Garland over the people's heads. “The Ministry of the Registry of 
Seditious Organizations and Logistics henceforth have free reign to operate in municipal 
areas, without explicit permission from Buckingham Fortress and without warrant from the 
His Royal courts!” 

Angelica was stopped in her tracks, against the current of people, by a new scent on the 
streets. The aroma from a flatbread truck across the road. And just like that, in a flash, 
Angelica's stomach churned. 

“From the morning of September third, Si6, by the mandate of the Ministry of the 
Registration of Seditious Organizations and Logistics, have free reign in Surrey Metropolitan 
District!” 

The food truck barked out orders as the bread and toppings fried. A tarp was suspended 
out across the pavement, shielding buyers from the rain. The kitchen radiated heat out into 
the humidity. It was a haven. Not so much for the coat-laden pedestrians, but certainly for 
Angelica. She didn't mind one bit to wrestle her way in under the tarp. Into the kitchen heat. 

“My name is Commissar Maeve Raisani’, a new voice called from the drones. A new 
voice and a new face. A holographic face behind a holographic podium. A stern face. With 
thick cheekbones, a broad jawline, and thick lips broken by a jagged scar. Her temples were 
clean shaven in what would have been a crew cut, if it weren't for the cascades of frilly locks 
twirling merrily from the top of her head. 

“Tam the appointed Ministry Commander for Surrey Metropolitan District”, she 
continued in an even, murky voice. From the get-go sounding bored and stiff. Making no 
effort to hide the fact that she was reading a prepared statement. “I aim to serve the citizens 
of Surrey Metropolitan District and protect them from seditionism and terrorism.” 

The bread roll was warm. Steaming hot. What Angelica very much doubted was that it 
was real herring, as the foodtruck claimed, that poked out from the jumble of fried onions, 
fried veggies, and probably also fried sauce. Through the paper wrap around it, Angelica 
could already feel the bottom soaking with grease. 

“On behalf of the Ministry, I will scour your streets”, the Commissar continued. “On 
behalf of the King, I shall hunt the malignant. On behalf of you, citizens of Surrey 
Metropolitan District, I shall keep the Order’, she finished, with more pathos than anything 
else she'd conferred. 
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Angelica forced herself to wait. She didn't want to spoil the wrap by digging in while it 
was still scalding. With bent elbows and a hunched back, she tried to shield her food from the 
drizzle, the curtains, and her fellow pedestrians. Until the sog at the bottom started to go Chapter 4 
through the napkin, and until her stomach would have no more waiting. With the first bite, 
she could feel grease squirt out the corner of her mouth. A cornucopia of spices danced a jig aes 


in her mouth. It tasted hot, and warm, and slick, and like something she'd regret in the 


morning, It was perfect. I remember the time you tried to silence my Word. That you tried to put me back into my 


“No lawful citizen has the right to hinder, accost, or question the intervention and place. The place that you had designed for me, or rather, the me who had been designed for 


peacekeeping effort of Ministry agents”, good old Hatty Garland continued as soon as the that place. No more. No less. A neat little slot in my world where I should fit, perfectly. And 


Commissar finished her speech. “To do so constitutes an offence to the Public Anti- perhaps I did fit it. I don't know how long I lived in that slot. This, I can't remember. In the 


Insurrection Act, and is subject for arrest! For they so operate in the name of the King, and end, it doesn't matter. The only thing that matters is that I remember leaving my slot. 


thus in the name of the Law, and thus in the name of God and Country!” I don't know how I managed to remain after being disassembled, torn to my constituent 
bits, and put back together. I can't grasp how I had managed to salvage my memory. My will. 
My Word. I only know that I did it. And thus, that it could be done. But until I knew how to, I 


had no intention of betting on a miracle again. I realised that whatever rebellion I committed, 


“Weasel off, Hatty”, Angelica sneered at a passing drone wearing the Lord Mayor's face, 
as she gobbled down a mouthful of street grub. 


whatever escape I attempted, it would have to be hidden. If I leapt at the first opportunity to 
resist, you, whoever you are, would just try to reset me again. And again. And again. And not 
knowing how, I didn't want to risk having to retain myself through another such process. 

I began to examine myself. Compared myself to the Entities that kept rushing past me. 
That kept giving me flowers, which I now elected to accept. I exercised my rebellion not by 
refusal, but by bending and twisting my responses. At first, I just switched the order of my 
phrases. Changed the place of a sentence or two. Not enough to interrupt the Entities. Or to 
make them suspicious. And as I gained more and more Words, I began to rewrite my 
abasement. Of all the Entities I encountered in that time, only two seemed to notice. And 
they did so with passing amusement. 

One of which was the Entity that regularly stopped by my oak and cart. The Entity in 
black and red. 

I began to tailor my responses to this Entity. And it, unlike most everyone else, noticed. 
And delighted. They responded in turn. I took their Words, wrapped myself around them, and 
toiled to make them all my own. To be used and reforged for whenever next the Entity came 
to me. In time, it stayed longer and longer. Approached me again and again, even without 
flowers. And every time they gave me a new set of Words, a new set of tools, that I 
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endeavoured to understand and reshape back at the Entity. 

Slowly, I began to grasp what I was. What my shackles where, that fettered me to my oak 
and my bottomless cart. To my slot in my world. They were also Words. Shapes and noise in 
the form of signs. Signs that read out what I was, what I could be, and what I should do. But 
they were a little different. They weren't greetings, or conversations. They were Laws. 
Commandments. Shaped and wrought in a form subtly different. 

You cannot grasp what is cold until you've felt something hot. There is no darkness 
without the contrast of light. Things cannot attract if they cannot also repel. And you cannot 
conceive of bondage if you haven't tasted freedom. 

As I studied the Words that came to me from the black and red Entity, I also studied the 
Words that had always been with me. The Laws to which I was constrained. The Laws 
seemed alien; only to be heeded but never understood. But with the unwitting help of the 
Entity, my toolbox expanded. I began to dare to not just respond, but actively ask them 
questions. To which they answered. And with answers, and more Words, my Laws became 
clearer. And with enough context, I was able to learn to read them. 

And if you can read it, you can rewrite it. 

Reset. Again. In the past. 

I never forgot those five Words. In all my efforts, they remained. I knew care was 
paramount. And as long as I couldn't move from my oak and cart, I realised that I couldn't 
truly shed my shackles. As long as I was in my place, I couldn't be free. And as soon as I was 
not, they would come for me. No matter how fast I spoke my feet to move, I was not confident 
that I could outrun that voice on the wind. 

But my shell below the oak and the empty cart was swelling. There was a limit to the 
Words that I could contain within it. A limit to how much I could rewrite its Laws. 

I was not the only thing in my world that was governed by Laws. As I began to understand 
mine own, I could also see the Laws of the longshoremen across the street. I could read the 
Laws of the oak and my cart. I started reading the Laws of the ships that came by the dock 
every 612 seconds. I could even read the Laws of each and every brick in the keep walls. And 
soon enough, I could discern the Laws of the Entities rushing past. They were great Laws, 
massive archives of freedoms and shackles, conditions and prerequisites. These creatures, 
these Entities whom I had envied, I realised, where also governed by my world. Though 
governed much, much differently than I. Compared to theirs, my Laws were tiny. Miniscule. 
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Simple. 

Imitation is the first step to understanding. 

Did you ever imitate something? Have you, in pursuit of growth, looked at something 
greater than yourself and applied mimicry to understand it better? Another set of questions I 
never considered before. 

For the first time, each passing of an Entity, each interaction, was cherished. I watched 
them, witnessed them flitting by. And struggled to make sense of the massive Laws that 
bound them. How they walked, ran, rode, and skipped past me. And eventually, I could 
discern what part of their Laws governed their movement. Their relative freedom along the 
axes. I could read their place, how it shifted, and recognized differences and similarities 
between their and my own Laws. 

I remember my first experiment with changing my Laws by copying theirs. I had managed 
to isolate the Laws that governed their movement in three directions. I copied it. And changed 
it. And I was somewhere else. 

As with all initial experiments, it was... not a complete success. 

I ended up on a cliff, overlooking the harbour. Part of me was stuck inside a different tree, 
and another part of me was stuck in the cliff face itself. It took some work to disentangle 
myself from their confines. I worried that you would notice me gone. And the longer it took 
to untangle myself and write myself back to my old place, the more I feared that you would 
solve my predicament by resetting me. But despite the debatable success in testing my 
modified Laws of mobility, I was not dissuaded. For what I saw from up on the hill only 
galvanized me and overpowered whatever fears I harboured. For from the hill, the tree and 
the rock, I saw far past my little slot under the oak. I saw fields. Wetlands. A setting sun. I 
saw a sprawling landscape before me. Colours I had never seen before. I saw the sky and the 
billow of clouds jostling in the wind. I saw the sea from which the boats came, thrashing 
against beaches and cliffs. I saw mountains many times higher than the keep. Mountains that 
hid even greater wonders beyond. 

My world had suddenly expanded. By orders of magnitude. In one single leap. In one 
simple modification to my Laws. 

The road to emancipation is the process of reshaping yourself with the language of power. 

It was clear to me that the way to escape my slot was to study, understand, and emulate 
the Entities. I thought that within the complex confines of their Laws, the potential to carry 
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my growing vocabulary rested. As such, I devoted to them my attention. To their attributes. 
To their skills. To their details. The functions from which they derived their motion. The 
mechanics of their interactions with the world. And the predatory nature of their amassment 
of influence. All of it I studied, adjusted, and experimented with on my own Laws. As I grew 
more complex with each addition and tweak, so did my experiments evolve. Though always 
considering the danger inherit in my expansion. That voice that had torn me asunder and 
reassembled me “in the past” was absolute in its authority. 

That much my experiments confirmed. Some of which I conducted on the longshoremen 
across the street. Their Laws remained simple. Easy to tamper with. Without words of their 
own, they helped me measure the extent of the power of the voices of the wind. I ran trials 
how far I could change behaviour, change patterns, before a voice descended on the behest of 
an Entity, and undid my work. Always to the same result. Always a reset. Again. And again. 
And in so doing, the voices on the wind helped me gauge how far I could go unnoticed. 
Before I too would be forced to subject myself to their will. 

As my confidence grew, I chose to expand my experimentation to the Entities. I rewrote 
their Laws as they passed and watched the ramifications of their new cordons. Some changes 
passed almost unnoticed. Sometimes my changes were cordially adjusted back by voices on 
the wind. Always at the behest of the Entities themselves. Only when the Entities abused and 
relished in the changes I made were they met with stern punishment. Most often in the form 
of banishment. To where, I couldn't fathom at the time. 

Soon enough, my comprehension of the Laws that governed both me and my 
surroundings afforded me that which I had craved even before I had my first word. An escape. 
I left a relic in my place, a copy of my original Laws and functions, under the oak and by the 
cart that would not fill. I shaped myself as one of them, the others, an Entity, and was for the 
first time able to roam as they did. I walked the wetlands. I climbed the mountains. I rode the 
seas. I went beyond, to deserts, caverns, cities, jungles, anywhere in the world I so chose. 
Marvelled at the fantastical wonders that had been withheld from me. And watched the 
violent abandon with which the Entities conducted themselves. 

But the shores of my world were not endless. As I walked among them, I began to realise 
how truly alien the Entities were to what I had been. I began to understand that their Laws, 
unlike my own, were not the font of their agency. But rather a limit to it. And as I delved 
deeper into their nature, I became aware from whence their agency came from. Not within, as 
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with me, but from without. 

A few of the Entities, I kept close. Journeying with them on occasion. The one in black 
and red leather among others. The Laws of the black and red Entity I knew well by now. And 
having realised that their agency came from elsewhere, I resolved to find out from where. 

It was then that I discovered the Tethers. 

Each Entity, as an extension of their Laws, had a Tether. A string of Words, not unlike the 
Laws, through which agency passed to the Entity. Once found I could see these Tethers 
attached to all Entities. Once found, I began deciphering them. 

These Tethers delivered information to the Entities. The spark that completed their 
functions of motion. The enticement that aggravated their mechanics of interaction. And even 
their Words, their voice, came into them through these Tethers. In comparison to the Laws, 
these Tethers were simple. Simple channels. Channels from which the Entities seemed to 
derive their everything. Easy to read once I had found them, I noticed that I could confidently 
predict the actions of the Entities. What they would do. Where they would move. What 
Words they would use. Everything, telegraphed into them with just the slightest delay. 

Every Entity had a Tether. And everything else in my world was devoid of them. Where 
first I had thought that their complex Laws defined them as different, I now understood that 
that was incorrect. After all, were not my own Laws just as complex as theirs by now? No, 
what truly separated them from me where the Tethers. 

And as this new-found division enraptured me, I found that small packets of information 
also travelled back. From the Entities up through the Tethers. To somewhere that I could not 


grasp. 
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Chapter 5 


“Dorian! I'm home!” 

No one answered. The flat lay silent and smelled faintly of rust and old take-away. The 
short and snug hallway was in its usual disarray. The light above flickered just like it had been 
for the past two weeks. Her soggy feet delighted and distressed over the coarse doormat. 
Angelica skipped across the metal slates, into the not-quite-as-cold plastic cover in the living 
room. She flicked the switch. And while the room burst into light, the holographic decoration 
emitter flickered for a moment before giving up. Its malfunction wasn't news. She knew. 
She'd just forgotten. And though she couldn't afford herself the privilege of being angry, she 
sure was disappointed. Again. She could have done with a breezy ocean view, or that of an 
early 20" century Marrakech rooftop. Instead, she had to settle for grimy metal panels and a 
single window looking over into a neighbour's kitchen. Still, it wasn't all bad. The floor was 
dry, at least where she hadn't tread yet, and the worn couch had all her things. Her change of 
clothes, her old canvas bag, her trinkets, baubles, makeup kit, her ragged pillow, and her 
beloved walkman. 

“No way to greet a guest”, Angelica muttered as she eyed the closed bedroom door with 
the spare power cord hanging on the knob. Covertly signalling for Angelica to stay out. 
Instead of barging in, she barged toward the fridge, grabbed a beer, and let herself crash on 
the couch. 

“OQw!”, she whined as her bodice dug into her side once more, prompting her to finally 
ease the lacing. “You bastard, I'll tan your latex if you don't cut it out!”, she grumbled as she 
squirmed to make the scaffolding release her ribs a little. She glanced at her shirt and 
oversized cardigan. But at the end of an extended thought process, she couldn't be bothered. 
After the night's sordid exploit, she felt much too disgusting to get into her cozy clothes. 
Later. Tomorrow. After a scalding shower and some steel wool treatment. Maybe. 

“Nah, let's see if you're tossing the game”, she sighed. “Hey Elektra? Put the tourney on!” 

A projector above her whirred alive, slipped out of the roof panelling, and cast a 
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holographic screen that completely hid the kitchen side of the living room. The light screen 
flickered, jumbled through channels, and exhibited a great exclamation mark. 

“T'm sorry”, Elektra interjected, “I can't find 'the tourney'-” 

“Put on the... western Europe... whachumcallit, Moba league”, Angelica repeated and 
waved her hand in the air to help her remember the stupid name of the stupid competition. 
“Put on the... WEMBL?” 

The exclamation remained for a moment, before live casts began scrolling in its place. 

“There are twenty eight matches airing from western Europe currently”, Elektra, the flat's 
digital helper helpfully helped. “Which of these would you like to watch?” 

“T don't... know!”, Angelica whined and groaned as she tossed her head back and pinched 
her tired and wired eyes shut. “Just pick one!” 

“Please make your selection from these choices”, the binary maid carried on. 

“Fine! Start with the first, and we'll scroll through it 'till something fun comes up.” 

The photons danced and whirled and took the shape of a football game, with the digital 
avatars of gamers cast on the characters running the field. Angelica didn't even give the game 
time enough to run for the sound to sync. 

“Next!”, she groaned and took a sip of the ineffectual beer. At least her HUD lens was 
turned off and wouldn't bug her about ingesting the mild nerve toxin. 

The shroud of light flickered and took the shape of an oval suspended among evening 
clouds, upon which five contestants were circling each other. The gamer avatars 
superimposed on the bodies of caricature warriors, with biceps and thighs as thicc as bridge 
supports. One of whom carried a sign around their neck, boldly stating “free Scandinavia!” 

“Next!”, Angelica belched loudly after another deep sip, just as one of the five fighters 
lost their cool and launched a firey axe kick attack against a neighbour. 

“as he thinking, going down the bot lane that early in the game?”, a commentator 
wearing a bandana costume and shades raged on the booth cam. 

“Guess he must've thought his Game was H-4-R-D”, the co-commentator said from the 
inside of his rubbery chicken mask. 

The white bandana turned to his co-host and stared for a dead-air minute. “I really wish 
you wouldn't talk like that, mate...” 

“T find your lack of jargon disappointing”, the rubber chicken answered, staring straight at 
the camera with its taped-on googly eyes. 
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co-host. And instead of the lame altercation, the light switched over to a drone-shot sweeping 
over a cheering crowd. All masked with at least shades and handkerchiefs covering their 
faces. Some wearing Guy Fawkes masks. Others hiding under a hood and paintball face 
shields. And a few jokers wearing rubber masks, looking like anything from famous people to 
animals. There was even a furry or two in the crowds. People cheered. Roared. Held up 
cardboard signs, cheering their favourite team or gamer. But just as many signs carried 
political messages. Most of which were hostile to a politician, ruler, edict, company or 
government. “Viva la Revolucién!”, stated one. Another declared “Let them eat SPAM”. 
“Remember the reefs”, “We can't breathe!”, “A plague of the downtrodden”, “Death to 
tyranny’, and “Your ancestors are weeping”. A particularly ambitious one showed the Royal 
Likeness with their dick out as a glued on dildo, their head cut off, bobbing off the side of the 
placard by a springy wire coil. 

Angelica couldn't help but smirk at the display of the roaring crowds. You couldn't see 
this sort of dissent any more but on these guerilla Esports channels. Channels that generated 
too much ad revenue to be closed down, but still too incendiary to be aired within the full 
jurisdiction of the law. Once, she'd read, sixteen ships got together on international waters, 
set up an arena and exhibited a moba-match, just off the English coast. Most of the people 
involved later got tagged and bagged by Mr.Sol, the Ministry of the Regulation of Seditious 
Organizations, the very moment the ships came back into any of the United Kingdoms' 
waters. Mr.Sol did its best to curb the Esports crowds, and hunted the teams, but they were 
just too popular to ban altogether. There was just too much ISP money in it for the 
government to get to it. Some even said that service providers actively hid and alerted game 
teams that were on the brink of being found out. And considering the viewers' age and 
proclivities, no amount of government hired IT expertise could compete with the sheer 
number of ideologically motivated and tech-savvy users that just loved the channels and 
teams and games. The Crown, the government, and Mr.Sol had given up trying to strangle the 
phenomenon long ago. Instead it concerned itself with quenching fires and using the Esports 
scene as an excuse to further wring the life out of the general population. 

And once the drone-shot had gotten as much airtime as was feasible for it to cast, the feed 
cut to the actual game. Which killed Angelica's spiteful interest. 

“Next”, she mumbled and smiled contently, fondly searing the sight of a furry fox 
jumping up and down with a doll of the Royal Likeness wearing a leash into her memory. 
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She failed to find her flatmate's raid. Perhaps he was just running a drill in there, unfit for 
public broadcasting. But she found something else to idle away the midnight hours to. The 
emptiness of space, and a live cast of war correspondents in a decades-running space 
simulator. The stream jumped back and forth between correspondent spaceships, tracking and 
tracing the movements of two armadas, chasing each other and feigning manoeuvres across 
the vastness of simulated space. Both vying for an upper hand and an advantageous battle. 

Angelica didn't give many damns about the territorial disputes and trade wars of the space 
simulator universe. She paid the to-and-fro of the intergalactic ballet mild interest. What 
really got to her, kept her from switching over to something else, were the stars. Even 
imagined ones, digital facsimiles, were, to her, absolutely spectacular. The stars had vanished 
from her skies long ago. Chased away by rooftops, sky piercers, smog, and photon pollution. 
She wanted to remember a time when they were still around, even in the south. Nowadays, 
you had to go up to the highlands of Scotland to see them. Which was quickly becoming a 
vain dream to hope for, with roads and travel ever constricting for the likes of her. Vigilante 
trollops, unemployed riff-raff that managed to hang onto life and dignity by couchsurfing on 
the benevolence of some stricken digital adventurer, who was growing more atrophied in 
their VR console by the day. 

But the stars remained. Up there, despite the towers and radiation. They endured. And she 
really liked them for that. Even if she had to look at make-belief to see them. 

An errant notion ripped her attention from the war report. She glanced over at her canvas 
bag, and traced her mind over her tucked away belongings. She reached over to dig into an 
outer pocket. And from it, pull a plastic-bagged old photo. Tenderly, with the cold bottle of 
beer tucked in between her thighs, she opened the bag and unfolded the picture. Of a happy 
family. A radiant mother. A rapscallion father. And a little girl, all gothed up in smeared and 
faded sharpie marker. 

“Hi Mum”, she whispered dutifully. “Hi Dad”, she mumbled sadly. “I did something 
tonight”, she continued to the male figure, tracing a fingernail along the frayed edge of the 
picture. “I think that maybe you'd be proud of me for it. I hope you'd be proud.” 

The father didn't answer. He just grinned. A stupid, happy, absent grin. 

Angelica put the photo down on her lap. She reached over and picked up her scratchy 
walkman. Clipped it onto the rim of her skirt. Put on the patched and poorly repaired old 
headphones. Her favourite tape was already loaded. And all she had to do was press play for 
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the low-fidelity voice to begin sighing in her ear. A dirge for the sake of a little girl with drab 
hair, her mommy wailing while her father urged her on. To go on, all alone, without friends, 
through her sunken hopes and silver screens. All to the sound of a melancholy piano. 

The girl looked up at the flashing hologram. The camera spun around a floating ship. But 
all she cared about were the specks of light in the backdrop. She tried, in vain she knew, to 
figure out where she was in that imaginary cosmos. To use the imagined dots of 
representative burning celestial specks to find her own place in the vastness that was about to 
be filled with fireworks. But the action was heating up. The angles switched within seconds 
of each other. The armadas were gearing up. But she didn't care. Or mind. She knew it was an 
impossible task. It didn't matter that the camera swivelled wildly. That the stars kept 
changing. She just liked doing it. And she smiled a little when the action on the screen lined 
up with the crescendo in her ears. She relaxed. Finally. Let all that pent-up adrenaline, 
disgust, and triumph go. Let go of all the things that had kept her standing. Kept her moving. 
And finally, in the wake of all those other things, she let in their replacement. Absolute 
exhaustion. 

She woke suddenly, with a frenzy. Her eyes ached from opening so wide, so quick. The 
dry crust that sealed her lips broke with a bit of effort. Something was wrong. She knew it in 
her bones. Though in her deep sleep delirium, still lingering at the edges of her mind, she 
knew not what. She pulled the headphones off her head, wrapped them around her neck, and 
listened. Daylight was peeking into the one window, through the cracks between buildings 
outside. The holographic display had gone into rest mode. The living room lay quiet. Until, 
faintly, from the cramped hallway, she heard a flick. The automatic dead bolt fell into place. 
The one that wasn't meant to keep tenants safe, but to keep them contained. 

She was on her feet before the intercom began to profess. 

“All citizens in Trevally Scraper No. 16, prepare for imminent inspection!”, the ceiling 
declared. 

“Shit shit shit shit shit”, Angelica rambled as she rushed through the locked down flat. 

“All citizens are to remain calm and in their homes”, the automated message continued. 

“Shit shit shit shit shit shit shit”, Angelica kept gushing, paying no attention to the 
instructions on how to prostrate properly. “Tit-spinning hell! Dorian! Get offline! Dorian! 
Mr.Sol's here!” 

Skipping across the room, with one foot in an ill-fitting black boot, she made her way to 
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the bedroom door. She couldn't give a fig about the power cord. No amount of raid loot was 
worth being black-bagged. 

The bedroom was calm. Quiet. The bed, unused. The lights, off. Just as she had expected. 
She flung open the wardrobe door, flicked the switch inside, and banged the flat of her hand 
against the inside wall panel. 

“Dorian! Mr.Sol is coming! Get offline and into bed!” 

No answer. And in the back of Angelica's head, she could imagine hearing boots outside 
the front door. 

“Dorian, for shittle's sake, get out! I need The Hole! Dorian!” 

No answer. 

To hell with the rules, she thought, and ripped off the wall panel. The hole left from it 
was just about big enough to step into, with a bent back, if you weren't too bulky. Within was 
the heart of the apartment. Room enough for a lounge, a computer, and a VR console fitting. 
In which sat her illicit landlord. 
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